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Enduring Temptation: The Structure and Coherence of 
the Letter of James
Matt Jackson-McCabe
Abstract
The extent to which there is a deliberate compositional structure governing the letter of 
James is an open question among contemporary interpreters. This article argues that a 
complementary consideration of formal textual features, thematic content and 
rhetorical function shows that the letter was composed as a uniﬁed, coherent treatment 
of the ethical implications of its underlying logos/desire dichotomy. Framed generally 
as a matter of enduring temptation in humble dependence on a provident deity, the 
letter presents the practical consequences of birth with logos under three headings: 
doing the works of the ‘law of freedom’, bridling the tongue, and manifesting a gentle 
disposition.
Keywords
Anger, desire, law of freedom, logos, speech, temptation
The extent to which the letter of James is a coherent composition has been 
an issue since Luther pointedly characterized it as ‘a few sayings from the 
disciples of the apostles’ that had been ‘tossed … off on paper’ (Bachman 
1960: 397).1 
1. An earlier version of this paper was presented at the 2012 Annual Meeting of the Society of
Biblical Literature. I am grateful to Duane Watson and Peter Davids, co-chairs of the Letters
of James, Peter and Jude Section for the invitation that led me to write it, and to the partici-
pants in the session for a very helpful dialogue. Special thanks are also owed to Dale Walker
for his careful reading and comments on a subsequent draft.
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Implicit in this characterization are two claims that, having become formal and 
sustained theses in the enormously inﬂuential commentary of Martin Dibelius 
(1988 [1921]), have been central to academic discussion of the letter ever since. 
The ﬁrst is that the text is a sort of post-classical compendium of words of past 
worthies rather than the composition of an author who was a creative intellect in 
his own right. In Dibelius’s commentary (1988: 11) this view was developed into 
a thesis that the letter, as a mere ‘treasury’ of sayings material of diverse origin, 
has no theological coherence.2 The second is that the collector assembled these 
materials with little concern to put them in any meaningful order—a claim that 
Dibelius (1988: 1-11 and passim) formalized by classifying James as paraenesis, 
and one that he pursued relentlessly, section by section and line by line, in his 
commentary. 
The claim that James is devoid of a coherent theological vision has been thor-
oughly refuted.3 Even those who continue to interpret the letter as a collection 
now acknowledge that ‘it is virtually indisputable that there is more continuity of 
thought and more thematic coherence than Dibelius could see’ in it, and suggest 
that the supposed collection consists of sayings from a single person or ‘school’ 
(Bauckham 1999: 61-62).4 The question of its literary character, on the other 
hand, remains at the forefront of current scholarly debate.
To be clear, Dibelius did not argue that James is entirely devoid of organiza-
tion. Like other interpreters, he recognized that the text consists of a series of 
clear section divisions. His argument, rather, was that there is little or no mean-
ingful structure beyond those broad divisions. As Dibelius (1988: 1 [1921: 1]) 
saw it, most of these sections consist of various ‘self-contained units’ of tradi-
tional material grouped together thematically or by superﬁcial catchwords to 
form more (Spruchreihen: 1.2-18; 1.19-27; 5.7-20) and less (Spruchgruppen: 
3.13–4.12; 4.13–5.6) loosely organized compendia on various topics. These 
mini sayings collections, he said (1988: 1), were themselves compiled similarly 
loosely around three ‘treatise-like expositions’ (abhandlungsartigen 
Ausführungen)5 that Dibelius identiﬁed as the ‘core’ (Kernstück) of the work, 
namely 2.1-13, 2.14-26 and 3.1-12. While showing more deliberate internal 
development than the rest of the letter, even these expositions were ultimately 
2. According to Dibelius (1988: 21 [emphasis his]), ‘Ja[me]s has no “theology”’. It is uniﬁed
only by an ‘ethos’ that informs its selection and ampliﬁcation of traditional materials; see
further Dibelius 1988: 2, 47-50.
3. For surveys of scholarship on the issue, see Davids 1980: 97-103; 1988: 3640-45; Konradt
1999: 54-78; Penner 1999: 257-308; Jackson-McCabe 2003: 701-706; Batten 2009: 54-64.
4. Compare the conclusion of Davids (1982: 12-13): ‘the epistle is very likely a two-stage work. 
The ﬁrst stage is a series of Jewish Christian homilies, sayings, and maxims … The second
stage is the compilation of an epistle by editing these pieces together into a whole … James
the Just could well be the author of the ﬁrst set of materials.’
5. The translation is in this case mine.
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said to ‘contain nothing other than expansions of paraenetic sayings’ (1988: 3); 
in this sense they are ‘not unrelated in character to the surrounding sayings and 
groups of sayings’.6 With the partial exception of these ‘treatises’, then, even to 
look for logical development within the larger sections, let alone between them, 
is fundamentally to misunderstand the text’s nature as a ‘deposit of tradition’ 
(Dibelius 1988: xii).
Few, if any, would endorse this view today, at least in this stark form. 
Detailed analyses of the individual sections of the letter in light of Hellenistic 
rhetoric and ethics have revealed logical coherence and progressions of 
thought that go far beyond a mere ‘expansion of sayings’. This goes not only 
for what Dibelius considered the ‘treatise-like expositions’ of 2.1-13, 2.14-26 
and 3.1-12 (Watson 1993a; 1993b; cf. Wachob 2000), but also for 3.13–4.10 
(Johnson 1983), which he interpreted as a ‘group of sayings’. The letter, in 
short, ‘is now understood to be a more structured and rhetorically sophisti-
cated text than Dibelius believed’ (Batten 2009: 26). Indeed, most interpreters 
would extend this judgment beyond the individual sections of the text to argue 
that the letter as a whole exhibits a deliberate, carefully composed structure.7 
The current problem, in fact, is precisely an overabundance of such compet-
ing arguments.
Some have argued that the overall structure of James is governed by rhe-
torical categories. This approach is potentially problematic in theory, given 
the fact that James is a letter rather than a speech;8 and the signiﬁcantly dif-
ferent rhetorical outlines that have been generated are in any case a problem 
in practice.9 More common have been attempts to account for James’s struc-
ture in thematic terms, often by appealing to some or all of Jas 1 as foreshad-
owing particular themes and concepts to be developed in the main body (esp. 
Francis 1970; cf. Davids 1982: 24-27; Reese 1982; Crotty 1992; Taylor and 
Guthrie 2006; Watson 2007: 112-13). But this approach has produced even 
more varied results than the rhetorical one, resulting in a dizzying array of 
outlines built around thematic parallelisms, inclusios, binary oppositions and 
6. According to Dibelius (1988: 38), even these ‘treatises’ include ‘ever-present reminders that
… [the author] was not an originator but a transmitter of materials’.
7. Compare the observation of Penner 1999: 272: ‘This quest for structure and coherence [in the
Letter of James], although manifested in different ways, arises out of the unanimous convic-
tion in current scholarship that such coherence can be found’; cf. Taylor 2004: 112.
8. Cf. the general formulation of the problem by Reed (1997: 182): ‘the standard epistolary
components … share some similarity with the four principal parts of rhetorical arrangement
… But the similarity is only functional, not formal … The similarities may be explained by
the fact that language is often used pragmatically in different genres to do similar things.’
9. Compare the outlines in Wuellner 1978 (followed with minor variation in Elliott 1993) with
Thurén 1995 and 1997: 592-96, and further the two different proposals made in Baasland
1988 and 1992, respectively. Watson (2007: 1-4), who is otherwise disposed to ﬁnding rhe-
torical patterns of argumentation in James, ﬁnds these studies unconvincing.
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chiasms purportedly structuring the letter (Fry 1978; Baasland 1982; Cargal 
1993; Tollefson 1997; further Taylor 2004: 90-103; Batten 2009: 9-15). If 
‘many are convinced that ch. 1 holds the key to the letter’s structure’ (Taylor 
2004: 112), there is little agreement, to put it mildly, on either the shape of 
that key or what exactly it is unlocking.
Not surprisingly, the varying results of these analyses have begun to produce 
something of a backlash. Thus Richard Bauckham (1999: 61): ‘After so much 
discussion [of James’s structure], there seems to be not even the beginnings of a 
consensus. One suspects that something must be wrong with the goal that is 
being attempted.’ To be sure, Bauckham (1999: 69-73) agrees that Jas 1 serves to 
introduce themes that will appear later in the letter. Wary, however, of the idio-
syncratic and sometimes arcane outlines that have resulted from rhetorical and 
thematic approaches, he emphasizes the importance of focusing on ‘the kind of 
literary structure’ that actually ‘helps readers to read’ (1999: 63); the kind, that 
is, that is signaled by ‘reasonably clear formal markers as well as steps or changes 
in theme or argument’. In Bauckham’s view (1999: 66), attention to such overt 
textual signals leads to the conclusion that James consists of a series of ‘self-
contained entities with strong indications to the reader that they are to be read as 
such’.10 It leads, in other words, to a modiﬁed form of Dibelius’s literary analysis 
of James as ‘compendium’.11
Bauckham’s methodological concerns are no doubt justiﬁed. But is his con-
clusion correct? Mark Taylor’s (2004: 112) recent review of scholarship rightly 
concludes that ‘[a]ny convincing analysis’ going forward ‘will need to [both] 
take seriously the surface syntactical structure in the text itself and demonstrate 
how the major themes of perfection, law, judgment, speech and action in James 
work together’. My intention in this article is to do precisely that. I have argued 
at length elsewhere (Jackson-McCabe 2010) that James’s theological coherence 
centers on a typically Hellenistic opposition between logos and desire. In what 
follows I shall argue that a complementary analysis of formal textual features 
and thematic content, informed by consideration of rhetorical function, shows 
that this same opposition is central to its literary structure as well.12 The letter of 
James is not a compendium of isolated traditional materials. It is a coherent 
appeal to endure temptation in humble reliance on a provident deity, elaborated 
particularly with respect to the three broad areas of good deeds, control of speech 
and a gentle disposition.
10. Note, though, that this does not prevent Bauckham (1999: 64, 70) from offering, however
tentatively, a quite subtle structural proposal of his own based around the number 12.
11. See Bauckham 1999: 67: ‘a compendium of wisdom instruction on a varied range of topics’;
further Taylor 2004: 105-107.
12. Cf. the methodological approach in Cheung 2003: 58.
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The Structure of James 1
As noted above, there is a fairly wide consensus among contemporary interpret-
ers that some or all of Jas 1 functions to introduce the main themes to be addressed 
in the body of the letter. What is not agreed is how exactly it does this, much less 
how the chapter itself is organized. Bauckham (1999: 70), warning against 
‘obscuring the aphoristic nature of the material by supplying trains of thought 
which are not expressed’, divides it into 12 separate sections. He concedes, how-
ever, that the textual signals supporting this division are in this case rather less 
apparent than those on which he relies elsewhere in the letter. In fact the majority 
of the letter’s interpreters have found Jas 1 to fall rather naturally into broader 
section divisions. Dibelius (1988: 69-71, 108-109) himself thought it quite obvi-
ous that 1.2-18 and 1.19-27 represented textual units, despite denying any logical 
connection either between them or within them. This same basic division has 
been recognized by many others, even as interpretations of the character of the 
sections and their relationship to one another and to the remainder of the letter 
have differed (e.g., Fry 1978: 430; Baasland 1982: 122; Thurén 1995: 269-73, 
277-78; 1997: 593-94; Tollefson 1997: 66; Edgar 2001: 138-67; Cheung 2003: 
82; cf. Frankemölle 1990: 175-85; Klein 1995: 38-39). Others have sensed an 
important division at Jas 1.12, whether within a double introduction in Jas 1 (esp. 
Francis 1970; cf. Davids 1982: 24-27; Reese 1982; Crotty 1992; Taylor and 
Guthrie 2006; Watson 2007: 112-13; cf. Tsuji 1997: 63-72; Burchard 2000: 
12-13) or with 1.2-12 alone as the letter’s introduction (von Lips 1990: 412-24; 
Konradt 1998: 19-21, 311-12).
The recurring discovery of these same divisions across otherwise varying 
interpretations is scarcely accidental. Both 1.12 and 1.19 do in fact represent 
important transitions in the text. What is more, the units they help to deﬁne were 
not intended to be read in isolation from one another, but as transitions within a 
larger, uniﬁed section. James 1.2-12 and 1.13-18 represent two phases of a coher-
ent treatment of the theme of temptation, while 1.19-27 enumerates the practical 
consequences of it. 
James 1.2-18: Enduring Temptation
If we begin by seeking the sort of textual signals of literary structure that Bauckham 
emphasizes, the ﬁrst thing that jumps out is the recurrence of the direct address to 
‘my [beloved] brothers’ in 1.2, 16, 19. As has frequently been observed (e.g., 
Bauckham 1999: 64; Cheung 2003: 71; Varner 2011), this address often signals 
the beginning of new sections in James, as it obviously does in 1.2 (cf. 2.1; 3.1; 
4.11; 5.7). However, the fact that it is also used repeatedly to signal transitions or 
points of emphasis within sections (2.5, 14; 3.10; cf. 5.7-20, passim) means that 
its function in 1.16 and 1.19 can only be determined by looking for other signals 
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within Jas 1. As will be argued fully below, there are indeed strong reasons for 
seeing 1.19 as the beginning of a distinct literary unit, albeit one with a close rela-
tionship to what precedes it. For the moment, then, I will concentrate on 1.16.
James 1.16-17 cautions the ‘brothers’ about being ‘deceived’—speciﬁcally 
about where every good thing (p=s d/si 0gqh ki p= d&rhm t/li) 
comes from, which according to the text is from a perfectly consistent and 
unchanging creator god (0p t= ptr t~ f&t pr’ { )k 1i 
prllgh h trph= 0pski/sm).13 This warning follows quite logically 
from the two interrelated points made immediately preceding it in 1.13-15: that 
this God has nothing to do with temptation, and that the real source of temptation 
is rather human 0piqmi/. Having associated 0piqmi/ with a seduction that in 
reality yields only sin and death in 1.14-15, the text warns its audience in 1.16 
not to be deceived about whence any good thing really comes. Similarly, the 
insistence on the consistency and unchangeableness of the creator as said source 
in 1.17 resonates strongly with the extraordinary assertion in 1.13 that God 
‘tempts no one’.14 The immediately following point in 1.18 regarding the manner 
in which God ‘bore us’ further underscores the contrast. His will for humanity is 
expressed not in our experience of deceptive 0piqmi/, but in the fact that he 
‘bore us’ with a logos of truth (1.18). The logical development from 1.13-15 to 
1.16-18, then, makes clear that the direct address to the ‘beloved brothers’ in 
1.16 serves not to signal a section division, but to emphasize and solemnify the 
key point that the ultimate source of temptation, sin and death is not God, but 
rather human desire.15
How, if at all, then, does 1.13-18 relate to the preceding 1.2-12? Most 
signiﬁcant in this respect is what is most immediately obvious: the theme of 
pirsm/ that dominates 1.13-18 also frames 1.2-12. Indeed, the pronounce-
ment in 1.12 of a blessing on the man who becomes ‘proved’ (d/kim) by 
‘enduring temptation’ (9pm/i pirsm/) clearly reprises the language of 
the opening admonition of 1.2-4, where temptation of all kinds (pirsmi~ 
piki/li) is framed as a ‘test [dki/mi] of faith’ that requires endurance 
(9pmh/).16 The verbal echoes signal quite strongly that 1.12 is meant to form
a sort of inclusio with 1.2-4; and that signal is only further reinforced by the
13. For what follows, see further Jackson-McCabe 2010: 196-216.
14. The blanket assertion that God pir/zi )t )d/ is remarkable, among other things,
in light of LXX Gen. 22.1, 9 q 0pi/rz t Abrm. See further Johnson 1995: 134,
193, 203-204; also Kloppenborg 2010: 66-67, who explains James’s departure from Judean
literature on this matter as the result of Greek philosophical inﬂuence.
15. Cf. 2.5, where an address to the ‘brothers’ functions similarly to mark emphatically the articu-
lation of a key theological principle.
16. Compare even Dibelius 1988: 88: ‘The saying [of 1.12] obviously belongs to the theme
touched upon in 1:2-4; therefore, “to endure trial” is to be understood in the same sense as
“trials” and “endurance” in 1:2 and 1:3’.
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letter’s general tendency, noted by Bauckham (1999: 65-66), to use aphoristic 
statements such as the one in 1.12 to ‘round[] off or sum[] up’ units of text.17
Dibelius (1988: 69) himself found it obvious that 1.2-18 as a whole repre-
sented ‘a section which in a deﬁnite respect forms a complete unit’ on the theme 
of temptation. Guided by his literary model, however, he argued that this unity 
was entirely superﬁcial, built simply around a catchword, pirsm/, that meant 
different and unrelated things from line to line: ‘For the temptations whose ori-
gins are discussed in 1:13-15 are not the “trials” in 1:2 … [W]hile these must be 
dangers from without, 1:13-15 deals with dangers of the inner life’; ‘the seduc-
tion by lusts in vv. 13-15 has nothing whatsoever to do with the afﬂictions in v. 
12’ (1988: 71, 90). Any attempt to ﬁnd meaningful connection between them was 
thus ‘categorically denied’ (Dibelius 1988: 70).
The wedge that Dibelius drove between 1.2-4, 12 and 1.13-15 is more a prod-
uct of his atomistic model than a compelling argument for it. The notion that 
‘external dangers’ and ‘dangers of the inner life’ can have nothing to do with one 
another is quite alien to Hellenistic ethics; indeed, the quintessential illustration 
selected to demonstrate reason’s mastery of the passions in 4 Maccabees is pre-
cisely the Maccabean martyrs’ endurance of torture (Jackson-McCabe 2010: 
95-105).18 Analysis of 1.2-12 in light of 1.13-18, in fact, reveals a coherence of 
thought that goes well beyond a mere repetition of catchwords.
It is to be noted, in the ﬁrst place, that the inclusio about resisting temptation 
in 1.2-4, 12 provides a direct and complementary parallel to what is said about 
the failure to so resist in 1.13-18. In the latter passage, giving in to temptation 
is said to produce ‘sin’ and lead ultimately to ‘death’. In 1.2-4, 12, on the other 
hand, the endurance of temptation is said to produce a ‘perfect ergon’ (1.2-
4)—a highly charged ethical concept in James—and to lead ultimately to the 
‘crown of life’ (1.12). Taken together, then, the two sections present the two 
possible outcomes of temptation—resisting or not resisting—in directly con-
trasting sequences moving from type of action produced as immediate result 
(perfect ergon or sin) to long-term, eschatological consequences (crown of life 
or death).19
It is all the more striking, then, that both sections place particular emphasis on 
the providential character of the deity. As already noted, in 1.13-18 the problem 
of temptation is precisely the seductive character of 0piqmi/; resisting tempta-
tion is in this sense a pragmatic issue of not being ‘deceived’ as to where any 
17. So also von Lips 1990: 414.
18. Compare Kloppenborg 2010: 54-70, where 1.2-4 and 12-15 are analyzed together as an elabo-
ration of a Jesus saying (cf. Q 6.22-23) informed by Hellenistic philosophy. 
19. Whether or not the etiological myth of Gen. 2–3 lies in the background, the ‘death’ of 1.15 
clearly has an eschatological resonance; cf. 5.20, ‘the one who turns a sinner [9mrtl/] 
back from his way of deception [0k pl/h 9d~] will save his soul from death 
[0k q&t] and cover a multitude of sins [9mrti~]’.
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truly good thing really comes from. Similarly, the assurance in 1.2-4 that the one 
who endures temptation will ‘lack nothing’ (0 mhdi lip/mi) is followed 
in 1.5-8 by a discussion of exactly who should—and who should not—expect to 
be a beneﬁciary of ‘the God who gives to all simply and unbegrudgingly’ (1.5, 
t= did/t q= p~si 9pl~ ki mh 0idi/zt).20
Attention to the interrelation of these two themes, pirsm/ and providence, 
goes a long way towards illuminating the progression from thought to thought in 
the intervening lines between 1.2-4 and 1.12. If it requires a certain wisdom to 
endure temptation (1.5),21 a key part of that is a recognition that good things will 
ultimately come only from humble reliance on the deity, not from following 
one’s own desires. Temptation is in this sense framed as a ‘test of faith’ (1.3)—
speciﬁcally, faith that the deity will in fact provide; that those who withstand the 
allure of temptation will nonetheless, as the text says, lack nothing (1.4). Insofar 
as this principled assertion might seem to run counter to actual human experi-
ence, the text proceeds to issue a caveat. Even asking God will be ineffective, it 
says, if unaccompanied by sufﬁcient faith (1.6). The di/yx who vacillates 
between faith and doubt—and thus between deceptive 0piqmi/ and the logos of 
truth, sin and erga—stands precariously between death and life, and should 
expect nothing from God (1.7-8).
The subsequent exhortation to ‘the humble brother’ to boast in his coming 
exaltation (1.9), particularly when paired with a taunting call for ‘the rich one’ to 
anticipate his pending ‘humiliation’ (1.10), serves to reinforce these assertions in 
the face of socio-economic realities that might otherwise seem to belie them. The 
apparent success of ‘the rich’ and their schemes, the text insists, is only tempo-
rary. The ‘humble brother’ is encouraged to reassure himself with ‘boasts’ about 
an inevitable reversal that will ﬁnally see these rich destroyed and himself, hav-
ing become ‘proved’ by resisting temptation, ‘exalted’ and given a ‘crown of life’ 
(1.11-12).
In sum, Jas 1.2-18 represents a coherent treatment of the problem of tempta-
tion, in two phases. James 1.2-12 asserts the importance and rewards of enduring 
temptations of any kind (1.2, pirsmi= piki/li), which are framed as tests 
of faith in divine providence. James 1.13-18, conversely, issues a warning about 
the power and consequences of human desire, which can seduce one away from 
reliance on the provident God and toward sin and death.
20. On the force of this description of God, see Johnson 1995: 179-80: ‘The giving of God, in
other words, is universal, unequivocal, and generous’.
21. Cf. Kloppenborg 2010: 41: ‘in this respect James belongs to the same orbit as the Wisdom
of Solomon and 4 Maccabees which likewise privilege the possession of wisdom (and the
beneﬁts that ﬂow from this), in particular as the way to endure adversity and persecution’.
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James 1.19-27: The Practical Consequences of Birth with Logos
James 1.19 is marked by yet another direct address to the ‘beloved brothers’, this 
time to introduce a three-part admonition about being ‘quick to hear, slow to 
speak, and slow to anger’. With 2.1 universally recognized as the beginning of a 
new argumentative section, the question to be addressed is how to understand 
1.19-27 both in itself and in relation to what precedes and follows it.
The internal structure of the section is actually quite plain. Though inexplica-
bly ignored by subsequent interpreters, Dibelius (1988: 108-109) correctly rec-
ognized that 1.19-27 is framed around the three-part admonition of 1.19, which 
invokes a proverbial grouping of ‘quick to hear’, ‘slow to speak’ and ‘slow to 
anger’.22 The ﬁnal element of the traditional set, ‘slow to anger’, is picked up 
ﬁrst in 1.20-21. After a warning that ‘human anger does not produce God’s right-
eousness’ (1.20, 0rgh gr 0dr dikis/h q= )k 0rg/zti), the text 
issues a call for the ‘ﬁlthy excess’ here associated with anger to be ‘set aside’ so 
that the ‘implanted logos’ can be received instead with pr5th, ‘gentleness’ 
(1.21)—a standard antonym of 0rgh/ in the Hellenistic literature (Walker 2002: 
53-62, 336-40). The admonition ‘quick to hear’ then provides the jumping off 
point for a reminder in 1.22-25 about not just ‘hearing’ but ‘doing’ that logos—
now correlated, in good Stoic fashion, with a ‘perfect law of freedom’ (Jackson-
McCabe 2010: 135-54). The text moves from a warning about the self-deception 
of ‘merely hearing’ to an insistence on the importance of ‘doing’ that logos, 
particularly in order to produce the erga that lead to ‘blessedness’ (1.25, 
)k 0krth 0pilhsmh= g/m 0ll pihth 1rg {t 
mk/ri 0 th= pih/si )t~ 1sti). The element ‘slow to speak’, ﬁnally, is 
picked up in 1.26 with yet another caution regarding self-deception: this time, 
considering oneself to have an effective piety (qrhski/) even if one does not 
‘bridle the tongue’. The unit as a whole is rounded off with a broad deﬁnition of 
what a piety recognized by God (qrhski/ … pr t~ q~ ki ptri/) means 
in a positive sense, namely, active concern for the most socio-economically vul-
nerable (‘orphans and widows’) while ‘keeping yourself untainted by the world’ 
(1.27).
In line with his thesis, of course, Dibelius treated 1.19-27 as an isolated unit, 
wholly unrelated both to what precedes and to what follows it. Speculating that 
1.19 was taken from a collection of ‘other, similarly structured sayings’, he 
expressed ‘relative certainty’ that it was selected merely for its ‘quick to hear’ 
element. The elaboration of ‘slow to anger’, he suggested, was probably 
included only because it was already part of the tradition; and the author ‘threw 
in’ the warning about bridling the tongue simply for the sake of completeness, 
22. Cf. Lucian, Dem. 51 (Macleod 1972: 55), where advice on the best way to exercise authority 
is summed up pithily as ‘Don’t lose your temper … and say little while doing much listening 
[0rgh/t … ki 0li/g m ll~ pll d 0k/]’.
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even though he did ‘not want to talk about “speaking” at all’ (Dibelius 1988: 
108-109, 111).
Here again Dibelius’s speculative interpretation is based more on his a priori 
assumption of a ‘haphazard collector’ model of authorship than anything found 
directly in the text itself. As he himself realized (1988: 109), 1.19 reads quite 
naturally as a statement of the practical consequences of what has preceded, at 
least for those uncommitted to his model: ‘Know this, my beloved brothers, and 
let each person be quick to hear, slow to speak, and slow to anger’ (1.19).23 It is 
all the more signiﬁcant, then, that a concept of logos, introduced at the climactic 
end of the preceding discussion of temptation, features centrally as the three ele-
ments of 1.19 are unfolded in 1.19-27: explicitly in both ‘slow to anger’ and 
‘quick to hear’, and implicitly in ‘slow to speak’.24
The connection between 1.2-18 and 1.19-27 is reinforced by the continuation 
in the latter of several additional key themes of the former. The relationship 
between eschatological ‘blessedness’ and erga assumed in 1.25 is fundamental 
to the treatment of temptation in 1.2-18 (esp. 1.2-4, 12). The repeated warnings 
about self-deception in 1.22 and 1.26 recall the explicit (1.16) and implicit (1.7) 
such warnings in the preceding discussion of temptation, and play into that char-
acteristic ‘emphasis on proper understanding’ that, as Johnson (1995: 175-76) 
has perceptively observed, ‘most sets [Jas 1] apart’ from the remainder of the 
letter.25 The distinction between ‘human anger’ and ‘God’s righteousness’ in 
1.20 similarly resonates with the preceding contrast between the deceptive, sin-
inducing 0piqmi/ of humans and the logos of truth with which God ‘bore us’ in 
1.13-18.
In short, Jas 1.19-27, while clearly developed as a distinct unit of text, is 
scarcely devoid of meaningful connection to what precedes it. On the contrary, it 
pushes the text forward. After presenting a general account of the problem of 
temptation by desire (1.2-18), Jas 1.19-27 turns to the practical implications of 
the birth with logos cited at its close. To this end, the author invokes as a framing 
device a proverbial grouping of ‘quick to hear’, ‘slow to speak’ and ‘slow to 
anger’ in order to articulate more speciﬁcally what it means to live properly with 
respect to that logos, namely, doing the erga associated with the ‘law of free-
dom’, bridling the tongue, and manifesting a gentle disposition. Strikingly, these 
will turn out to be the central themes, respectively, of the three sections that fol-
low in the main body of the letter (2.1-26; 3.1-12; 3.13–4.10).
23. Dibelius (1988: 109) rejects this as ‘not necessary’.
24. Cf. Jas 3.2, where bridling the tongue is correlated with not stumbling 0 l/g; further 
Jackson-McCabe 2010: 224-30.
25. Johnson (1995: 175-76) notes that ‘in the ﬁrst 27 verses, there are some 17 terms touching 
on one aspect of knowing or another. In the remaining 81 verses, terms of knowledge occur 
only 7 more times’. The philosophical context of this emphasis is helpfully illuminated by 
Kloppenborg 2010.
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James 1.19-27 and 2.1-4.12
As noted above, Dibelius speculated that Jas 1.19(-20) had initially belonged to 
an earlier collection, and was selected for inclusion in James solely for its ‘doing’ 
idea. If this imaginative reconstruction vividly illustrates the composition model 
that Dibelius assumes for the letter, it also highlights just how much the resultant 
hermeneutic requires the reader to ignore about the actual text. This goes not 
only for the relationship of 1.19-27 to what precedes it, but also for its relation-
ship to what follows it. Dibelius’s claim that the writer merely ‘threw in’ the 
elaboration of ‘slow to speak’ despite ‘not want[ing] to talk about “speaking” at 
all’ (1988: 108-109, 111) is particularly astonishing given that control of speech 
will come to form the central theme of one of the so-called ‘treatises’ that 
Dibelius had himself identiﬁed as the core of text (3.1-12). Analogous verbal and 
thematic correspondences between the elaborations of ‘quick to hear’ and ‘slow 
to anger’ in 1.19-27 and the other major sections in the letter body, in fact, help-
fully illuminate the underlying organization of the letter as a whole.26 The three-
part grouping around which 1.19-27 is built is clearly traditional; but the use of 
tradition in this case is indicative of rhetorical invention, not a rote mining of 
written sources.
James 1.26 and 3.1-12
The delineation of Jas 3.1-12 as a distinct section is entirely non-controversial.27 
Equally obvious (to virtually everyone but Dibelius) is the connection that exists 
between this section and the elaboration of ‘slow to speak’ in 1.19-27. James 
1.26 develops this element of the three-part grouping of 1.19 speciﬁcally in terms 
of ‘bridling the tongue’ (xligg~ gl~ss), and the subsequent treat-
ment of speech in 3.1-12 is developed around precisely these two terms. The 
section begins by explaining its remarkable opening declaration that ‘one who 
does not stumble 0 l/g’ is a ‘perfect man’ (t/li 0h/r) by appealing to the 
idea of ‘bridling’: he is perfect insofar as not stumbling 0 l/g also implies an 
ability ‘to bridle even the whole body’ (3.2, xliggh=si ki 3l t 
s~m).28 This image of the bridle is then given a more vivid illustration in order 
to further the point: ‘if bridles [t xli/] are placed into the mouths of 
horses in order to persuade them, we lead also their whole bodies [ki 3l t 
26. For a similar, if rather more impressionistic, interpretation, see Pfeiffer 1850, esp. 167-78.
27. See esp. Watson 1993b; also Dibelius 1988: 181-82; Bauckham 1999: 64, and virtually all
interpreters of the letter.
28. The seeming disjuncture between Jas 3.2 and the letter’s otherwise emphatic insistence on the 
importance of deeds is registered by Johnson (1995: 256). The key to resolving the apparent
tension, however, lies less in seeing speech itself as a ‘work’ (so Johnson) than in the anthro-
pological assumptions attending the text’s logos concept; see Jackson-McCabe 2010: 224-30.
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s~m )t~]’ (3.3). After invoking the further analogy of the rudder (3.4), the 
text proceeds to bring the point to bear speciﬁcally on ‘the tongue’ (3.5, #t 
ki h9 gl~ss) and its relation to ‘the whole body’ (cf. esp. 3.6, 3l t s~m). 
The remainder of the section is dominated by a series of explicit assertions about 
‘the tongue’: ‘the tongue is a ﬁre’ (3.6, h9 gl~ss p=r); ‘the tongue has been set 
up among our members’ (3.6, h9 gl~ss kqi/stti 0 ti~ m/lsi h9m~); 
‘no one among humans is able to tame the tongue’ (3.8, th d gl~ss )di 
dm/si d/ti 0qr&p); it is ‘an unstable evil, full of deadly poison’ 
(3.8) with which (0 )th=) we paradoxically bless and curse (3.9). In sum, the 
elaboration of ‘slow to speak’ in 1.26 serves to introduce and anticipate the two 
key themes around which the subsequent treatment of control of speech will be 
built in 3.1-12.
James 1.22-25 and James 2
A similar pattern of correspondences exists between the elaboration of ‘quick to 
hear’ in 1.22-25 and the widely acknowledged two-part section of Jas 2.29 In this 
case the correspondence is underlined all the more by the fact that 1.22-25 is 
only minimally concerned with the actual subject of the traditional admonition: 
‘quick to hear’ serves as little more than a jumping off point for the text’s real 
concern, which is ‘doing’—speciﬁcally the doing of that logos (1.22, pihti 
l/g) that was introduced at the climax of the treatment of temptation in 1.18, 
that was identiﬁed speciﬁcally as ‘the implanted logos that is able to save your 
souls’ in the elaboration of ‘slow to anger’ in 1.21, and that will now be closely 
correlated with a ‘perfect law, which is of freedom’ (1.25, /m t/li t 
th= 0lqri/). The central claim of 1.22-25 is that it is precisely attention to 
this ‘law of freedom’ that will make one the sort of ‘ergon-doer’ (pihth 
1rg) who—as the treatment of temptation in 1.2-18 had already established 
(esp. 1.2-4, 12)—will ultimately ‘be blessed in his doing’ (0 th= pih/si )t=) 
(1.25).
Once again the key terms around which the elaboration of an element of the 
three-part admonition is built in 1.19-27 anticipate the central themes around 
which a subsequent section of the letter will also be built. James 2 represents a 
two-part discussion of the relationship of faith to action, particularly where treat-
ment of the poor is concerned. Where 2.1-13 argues that ‘the faith of our Lord 
Jesus Christ’ is incompatible speciﬁcally with acts of partiality against the poor, 
2.14-26 generalizes out to a broader point about the uselessness of faith unac-
companied by action more generally—albeit once again with treatment of the 
29. For the interpretation of Jas 2 as a single, two-part unit, see esp. Watson 1993a and, among 
many others, Johnson 1995: 218-19; Thurén 1995: 278-80; Cheung 2003: 72.
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poor as prime illustration (2.15-16).30 What is particularly striking in the present 
context is how each half of the section centers on a concept introduced in 1.22-
25. James 2.1-13 does not simply deal with partiality as such, but partiality 
speciﬁcally as a concrete example of ‘keeping the whole law’ (2.8-11) and thus 
‘acting’—i.e., ‘doing’, pi/ —in a manner that accords with the ‘law of free-
dom’ (2.12, #t pii~t ( di /m 0lqri/ m/llt kri/sqi; 
cf. 1.25, /m t/li t th= 0lqri/).31 The more generalized treatment 
of the matter in 2.14-26, on the other hand, is framed as the relation of faith 
speciﬁcally to erga (cf. 1.25, pihth 1rg)—a term that recurs repeatedly 
throughout the section (2.14. 17, 18 [3×], 20, 21, 22 [2×], 24, 25, 26), much as 
‘tongue’ does in the second half of 3.1-12.
James 1.20-21 and 3.13-4.10
It is clear by all accounts that the treatment of ‘bridling the tongue’ ends at 3.12. 
The structure of the lines that follow in 3.13–4.12, however, has been subject to 
various interpretations. The address to the ‘brothers’ that frequently opens new 
sections in the letter is in this case absent, and will appear again only in 4.11. 
James 3.13 also directly invokes the audience, but now with a challenge to them 
in the form of a rhetorical question: ‘Who is wise and understanding among you? 
Let him show through virtuous behavior his erga in a wise gentleness.’ A similar 
question is found in 4.1: ‘Whence come wars and whence battles among you?’ 
Bauckham (1999: 64-66), keying on these formal features, concludes that 3.13-
18, 4.1-10 and 4.11-12 are intended to be read entirely separately: three more of 
the various ‘self-contained entities’ he takes as making up the letter as a whole. 
Dibelius (1988: 207-208), on the other hand, recognizing the thematic continuity 
between 3.13-18 and 4.1-12, interpreted the entire passage as a single group of 
sayings on ‘Contentiousness’.32
The use of challenging rhetorical questions in both 3.13 and 4.1 is indeed 
striking. But contrary to Bauckham, this repetition of a convicting question to 
those ‘among you’ (0 9mi=) does as much to unify 3.13–4.10 as a distinct unit of 
text as to signal a transition within it.33 The familial relationship that has to this 
point emphatically structured the author–audience relationship in the letter now 
begins to recede into the background. Indeed, by 4.4 the usual framing of the 
audience as ‘brothers’ has been fully eclipsed by convicting, distancing addresses 
30. Note also in this connection the parallel, sarcastic uses of kl~ pii=t/pii= in 2.8 and 
2.19—the latter regarding love of God, and the former regarding love of neighbor (Jackson-
McCabe 2010: 174-76).
31. See further Jackson-McCabe 2010: 154-85.
32. Similarly Pfeiffer (1850: 177), who considers 4.11-12 to be a continuation of the treatment of 
0rgh/ in 3.13–4.10.
33. Compare the repeated 1gh = in 4.13 and 5.1.
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to them as ‘adulterers’ (4.4), ‘sinners’ (4.8) and di/yxi (4.8; cf. 1.6-8) in what 
is thereby clearly marked as a distinct rhetorical highpoint in the letter (cf. Varner 
2011).34
This formal analysis of the section as a rhetorical unit, moreover, is strongly 
reinforced by examination of its content. Luke Timothy Johnson (1983: 332) has 
demonstrated convincingly that 3.13–4.10 represents a uniﬁed ‘call to conver-
sion with two major parts: 3:13–4:6 sets up an indictment, to which 4:7-10 
responds’, namely, with a demand for puriﬁcation and repentance.35 In fact the 
logical coherence of the whole section, Johnson (1983) shows, is readily discern-
ible in light of the Hellenistic topos of ‘envy’ (fq/).
This delineation of 3.13–4.10 as a third coherent section in the body of the 
letter is all the more signiﬁcant in the present context, since it shows much the 
same relationship to the elaboration of ‘slow to anger’ in Jas 1.20-21 that Jas 2 
and 3.1-12 have, respectively, with ‘quick to hear’ and ‘slow to speak’.36 Here 
again the key terms and themes deﬁning a two-part section in the body of the 
letter are anticipated by 1.19-27. In 1.20-21, a ﬂat declaration that human anger 
is incompatible with ‘God’s righteousness’ (dikis/h q=) is followed by a 
demand that the audience cleanse themselves of ‘all ﬁlth’ (p=s r9pri/) 
and ‘vice’s excess’ (prissi/ kki/) in order to ‘receive’ the implanted 
logos with a disposition characterized instead by gentleness (0 pr5thti).37 
The whole of Jas 3.13–4.10 is introduced precisely as a challenge to anyone who 
might claim wisdom to demonstrate it speciﬁcally with a wise gentleness (3.13, 
0 pr5thti sfi/; cf. 1.21, 0 pr5thti) characterized by ‘virtuous behav-
ior’ (klh= 0strfh=; contrast 1.21, prissi/ kki/). The text pro-
ceeds to distinguish a wisdom that is ‘earthly’, ‘demonic’ and characterized by 
social discord and ‘every foul deed’ (4.15-16), from one that is ‘from above’ 
(1q), that is pure and peaceful (3.17), and that issues, in a word, in the ‘fruit 
of righteousness’ (3.18, krp dikis/h; cf. 1.20, dikis/h q=).38
34. Every other direct address of the audience in the letter body frames them simply as ‘brothers’ 
or even ‘beloved brothers’, even when chastising them; see 2.1, 5, 14; 3.1, 10. The address of
an individual interlocutor as ‘foolish man’ in 2.20 is a partial exception. Jas 4.13-17 and 5.1-6 
are not addressed to the audience as such; see below.
35. Johnson (1983: 332) notes that ‘[t]he connective  in 4:7 indicates that the series of impera-
tives (and assurances) is based on what preceded it’.
36. Noted, but to no effect, already by Dibelius (1988: 109): ‘these very themes [i.e., the tongue
and anger in 1.19-27] are treated in more detail later on in Ja[me]s … anger (at least by impli-
cation) in the admonition to “meekness” (pr5th) in 3.13ff’; cf. Pfeiffer 1850: 174-77.
37. The notion that something already ‘implanted’ is nonetheless to be ‘received’ is a problem on
any interpretation of 1mft l/g. Whatever the precise nuance of d/xmi here, it must
in any case have the force of ongoing ‘receptivity’ rather than initial ‘reception’.
38. Note that the key terms pr5th and dikis/h appear in James only in 1.20-21 and 3.13, 18.
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As in 1.20, this contrast between an all-too-human bitterness (1.20, 0rgh 
0dr/; cf. 4.1-3) and the dikis/h q=39 is followed by a call for repentance 
that in both passages is pictured particularly with images of dirtiness and 
impurity. If those characterized by 0rgh/ in 1.20-21 are to remove ‘all ﬁlth’ 
(r9pri/), the bitter and unstable di/yxi of 3.13–4.10 are to ‘cleanse hands’ 
(4.8, kqri/st xi=r) and ‘purify hearts’ (9gi/st krdi/).40 And if the 
latter puriﬁcation concerns above all a disposition toward sating one’s own desires 
(4.1-3), it is all the more signiﬁcant that the removal of ‘all ﬁlth’ in 1.21 is key to a 
proper response to the 1mft l/g —a logos that had been introduced in 
opposition to 0piqmi/ in the account of temptation in 1.2-18. Indeed, the analysis 
of the sort of ‘bitter jealousy’ that leads to social conﬂict and violence in 4.1-6 cent-
ers largely on the same question that was also central to the account of temptation 
in Jas 1: how to—and how not to—acquire things from the providential deity.
You desire [0piqmi~t] and you do not have … you are jealous and you are not able 
to acquire … You do not have because you do not ask; you ask and do not receive, 
which means you are asking viciously [kk~], in order that you might sate your 
desires [i3 0 ti= h9di= 9m~ dph/sht] (4.2-3; cf. 1.5-8).
Invoking Prov. 3.34, the text frames such self-seeking as ‘arrogance’ that God will 
actively resist, while ‘giving a gift’ instead to ‘the humble’ (4.6, tpii= d 
di/dsi x/ri). The repentance sought is thus framed not only as a ‘cleansing’ 
but as a ‘humbling’ of oneself (tpi/qht 0/pi kri/) that will lead, 
paradoxically, to a divine exaltation (4.10; cf. 1.9-11).
Taken together, then, 1.20-21 and 3.13–4.10 help to underscore a logos/desire 
dichotomy that is in fact a generative problem in the letter as a whole, one intimately 
related to its other key themes: arrogance and humility; the importance of faith in God’s 
role as providential giver; law, erga, and socio-economic concerns; eschatological 
humiliation and exaltation; and even control of speech. It is a problem that Jas 1.2-18, 
appropriately enough, frames generally at the outset as a matter of temptation.
James 4.11-12 as Integrative Summary
As noted above, the relation of Jas 4.11-12 to what precedes and follows it has 
been variously interpreted. Johnson (1995: 291-92), correctly sensing a closure 
to the call to conversion in 4.10, considers 4.11 to represent ‘some sort of starting 
point’.41 The return to the warmer, more usual address to the audience as ‘broth-
39. Cf. in this respect the contrast between ‘earthly’ wisdom and the wisdom that is 1q —a 
term that is used synonymously with 0p t~ ptr t~ f&t in 1.17. See further 1.5, 
where any who lack sfi/ are told to ask for it from God.
40. Compare with 3.16 (0ktstsi/) and 4.8 (di/yxi) the di/yx 0kt/stt of 1.8.
41. Johnson (1995: 291-92) points out in this connection that negative commands (cf. 4.11, mh 
ktlli=t) sometimes begin new sections in the letter; compare 2.1 and 3.1.
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ers’ for the ﬁrst time since the treatment of the tongue (3.1, 10) underscores the 
point: having been rhetorically cast out and convicted as ‘sinners’ in 3.13–4.10, 
the audience is now brought back into the fold.
Johnson’s (1995: 291-92) location of 4.11-12 at the head of a new section run-
ning from 4.11-5.6, however, is rather less compelling. The distinctive repetition 
of 1gh = in 4.13 and 5.1 sends a clear textual signal that 4.13-17 and 5.1-6 are 
to be taken as a set; and, as I will suggest momentarily, that set serves a distinct 
rhetorical function as the penultimate section of the letter. That 4.11-12 also 
belongs to it is far from obvious both formally and functionally.
If formally distinct both from what precedes it and what follows it, however, 
4.11-12 is scarcely unrelated thematically to its context. The highly compressed 
equation of slandering and judging the brothers with slandering and judging the 
law in 4.11 not only follows naturally on the treatment of ‘wise gentleness’ in 
3.13–4.10, but serves to tie it together with key themes of the preceding two sec-
tions as well. The opening admonition mh ktlli=t 0llh/l reintroduces 
the theme of speech of 3.1-12, where the treatment of ‘bridling the tongue’ had 
itself ultimately built toward a particular application involving social conﬂict: 
‘with it we bless the Lord and Father; and with it we curse the people made in the 
likeness of God … my brothers, things should not be this way’ (3.9-10). Similarly, 
the equation of judging (kri/) one’s ‘brother’ with ‘judging the law’, together 
with the warning that one who acts thus is not a pihth /m, recalls the treat-
ment of ‘law’ and ‘doing’ in both Jas 2 and the closely related 1.22-25. Indeed, the 
portrayal in Jas 2 of those who show partiality precisely as ‘judges with evil cal-
culations’ (2.4, kriti dilgism~ phr~) and who as such are ‘convicted 
by the law as transgressors’ (2.9) goes a long way toward clarifying the otherwise 
opaque logic underlying the equation of judging brothers with judging the law in 
4.11.42 The emphatic assertion regarding the ‘one lawgiver and judge’ in this con-
nection in 4.12 similarly reprises the pointed invocation of Deut. 6.4 in Jas 2.19.43
The description of that ‘lawgiver and judge’ speciﬁcally as one ‘who is able to 
save’ (4.12, 9 d/m s~si), ﬁnally, itself reprises a fundamental issue that 
surfaces repeatedly through the letter, namely, who or what is ‘able to save’. The 
1mft l/g is described in the same terms in 1.21 (t d/m s~si 
t yx 9m~), where it is also correlated closely not only with the ‘law of 
freedom’, but with erga (1.22-25). Not coincidentally, this concern becomes a 
central theme in the corresponding treatment of the law and erga in Jas 2, where 
42. The theme of ‘judging’ is integral to that of partiality (Jackson-McCabe 2010: 157-64). Also
noteworthy here is the similar juxtaposition of the prohibition of partiality in Lev. 19.15 with
an apparent prohibition of slander in Lev. 19.16; see Johnson 1995: 293, and note as well
in this connection the sudden substitution in 4.12 of plhsi/ for the letter’s more usual
‘brother’, with which compare Lev. 19.16, 17, 18.
43. See above n. 30.
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a climactic warning about an impending judgment di /m 0lqri/ (2.12) 
is followed immediately by the question of whether faith apart from erga is ‘able 
to save’ (2.14, mh d/ti h9 pi/sti s~si )t/;). The theme will resurface 
in the closing lines of the letter, where the one who turns the wandering sinner 
from the way of error to the way of truth is said to ‘save his soul’ (5.20, s&si 
yxh )t~). It is therefore far from surprising to ﬁnd it emphasized at the 
close of the main body of the letter in 4.11-12 as well.
In sum, the use of a direct address to the ‘brothers’ in 4.11, standing between 
a series of climactic, quasi-prophetic addresses to the audience as ‘adulterers’ 
within a call to repentance (4.4-10), on the one hand, and a pair of chiding ‘come 
now’ (1gh =) addresses to particular groups with ambiguous relationships to 
the audience, on the other (4.13-17; 5.1-6),44 is marked off as a distinct rhetorical 
moment in the text. Nonetheless, what is most distinctive about 4.11-12 from a 
thematic point of view is precisely its highly compressed integration of key 
themes treated in the preceding three units: using speech (cf. 3.1-12) as a tool of 
social conﬂict (cf. 3.13-4.10) represents a failure to become a ‘law-doer’, and is 
thus to put one’s salvation in jeopardy in light of the coming divine judgment by 
the lawgiver (cf. Jas 2). By tying these themes together, 4.11-12 serves to round 
off the three-unit section in 2.1–4.10.
Summary: James 1.19-27 and 2.1-4.12
The preceding analysis has shown a series of close correlations between the 
unfolding of each element of a proverbial grouping of ‘quick to hear’, ‘slow to 
speak’ and ‘slow to anger’ in 1.19-27 and the three units that follow in 2.1–4.10. 
Much as 1.27 serves to round off 1.19-27 with a general, concluding statement on 
‘true piety’, 4.11-12 serves a similar concluding function by drawing together 
important elements from each of the preceding three sections. The structural rela-
tionships, with key verbal and thematic echoes, can be summarized as follows:
1.19 1.20-26 1.27 2.1–4.10 4.11-12











+ (ii) + (iii)








(iii) slow to 
anger
(iii) 1.20-21 
[0 pr5thti dikis/h, 
puriﬁcation]
(iii) 3.13-4.10 
[0 pr5thti dikis/h, 
puriﬁcation]
44. On 4.13-17 and 5.1-6, see immediately below.
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Seen in this light, 1.19-27 functions in a manner broadly analogous to what 
Cicero, in his On Invention, called a partitio—namely, the part of a discourse 
where ‘the matters which we intend to discuss are brieﬂy set forth in a methodi-
cal way’.45 The relationship in any case suggests that the three sections that make 
up 2.1–4.12 represent the main body of the letter. Formal, functional, and the-
matic analysis of the remaining units of the text strongly reinforce this 
conclusion.
James 4.13–5.20
As is widely recognized, Jas 4.13–5.20 falls naturally into two distinct units: 
4.13–5.6 on one hand and 5.7-20 on the other. I deal with each brieﬂy in turn.
James 4.13–5.6: Apostrophes against the Arrogant
As mentioned above, there are strong textual signals marking Jas 4.13–5.6 off as 
a two-part unit. The clearest of these is the repetition of the distinctive opening 
‘come now’ (1gh =) in 4.13 and 5.6. Equally important is the way these open-
ings signal shifts to new implied audiences with rather ambiguous relationships 
to the ‘brothers’: those who make plans to travel and proﬁt without an inshallah-
style caveat in 4.13-17 and, more baldly, ‘the rich’ in 5.1-6. The result is a quite 
distinctive unit in the letter, where the voice of the author speaks as if over the 
shoulder of the ‘brothers’, who have thus temporarily become witnesses to a 
rebuke rather than direct recipients of it.46 Particularly coming, as it does, after 
the main body as the penultimate section of the letter, 4.13-5.6 can be fruitfully 
compared at a functional level with the part of speech that Cicero calls an indig-
natio, namely, a portion of the peroration designed to ‘excit[e] … indignation or 
45. De Inventione 1.31 (LCL), calling this the ‘second form’ of partition. Cicero, unfortunately,
limits his discussion of the partitio to points that are relevant to oratorical practice, noting
that ‘there are other rules’ for its use in philosophical contexts that he does not address (1.33).
See further Quintilian 4.5.1-28, who notes (albeit with strong reservations) the view of some
that the ‘partition should not extend beyond the length of three propositions’ (4.5.3 [LCL]). If 
Jas 1.19-27 passes muster in this respect, Quintilian would likely have been critical of James
insofar as Quintilian considers ‘treat[ing] your points in an order different from that which
was assigned them in your proposition’ to be ‘the worst fault of all’ (4.5.28). While the order-
ing of themes in James’s letter body correlates with that of the three-part admonition in 1.19,
the treatment of them in 1.19-26 places the (longer) elaboration of ‘quick to hear’ in the center 
position, perhaps to emphasize it.
46. Cf. the diatribal engagement with the ‘foolish man’ in 1.20; the collective audiences in 4.13–
5.6, however, are more mute targets of quasi-prophetic monologues than participants in a
pedagogical dialogue.
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ill-will against the opponent’, and which thus ‘results in arousing great hatred 
against some person, or violent offence at some action’.47
James, of course, is a letter directed at fellow members of a cult group, not a 
speech before a court of law. The intention here is thus not to whip up emotions 
against a particular accused individual, but against a class of people the author 
here and elsewhere clearly wishes to deﬁnitively mark as ‘other’, namely ‘the 
rich’ (cf. 1.10-11; 2.6), and more generally against the sort of self-seeking, eco-
nomically motivated behaviors by which he wishes to deﬁne them.
The section as a whole moves from a relatively gentle chiding of a form of 
behavior—an ‘arrogant’ (4.16) self-interest that is insufﬁciently attentive to the 
will of the deity—to a stunningly harsh denunciation of a class of people, ‘the 
rich’, who represent the embodiment of that behavior. If 5.1-6 fairly revels in 
anticipation of the ‘slaughter’ that awaits them, the aim is less to spur these ‘rich’ 
to repentance than to unify ‘the brothers’ around a negative assessment of them 
as an ostracized class—an aim helpfully illuminated by the very practical con-
cern, expressed in Jas 2, that the intended audience is actually in the habit of 
actively courting such people (2.2-7).48 This is all the more important to the 
rhetoric of the letter insofar as these ‘rich’, as mentioned above, might otherwise 
seem to belie its key point regarding God’s providence for the humble in particu-
lar (4.6), that is his elect ‘poor’ (2.5). As in 1.9-11, emphasis is thus placed on the 
temporary nature of their present standing, here developed more explicitly in 
light of an impending (and rather brutal) eschatological reversal. The device is 
all the more effective given its placement after an address to an unlabeled group 
of any and all who exhibit economic self-interest without regard for the will of 
God—a type with which ‘the brothers’ presumably could more easily, if uncom-
fortably, identify. The movement from 4.13-17 to 5.1-6 serves to put such mun-
dane ‘arrogance’ on a continuum with that of ‘the rich’, thus impressing upon all 
those who aspire to wealth, or who would cultivate relationships with wealthy 
benefactors, the dangerous end of that path.
James 5.7-20: Concluding Exhortation to Humble Endurance
James 5.7, with its resumption of a direct address to the ‘brothers’, marks another 
signiﬁcant transition in the letter. The authorial gaze now shifts ﬁrmly back to the 
primary audience as kin group, where it will stay, emphatically, through the 
47. Cicero, Inv. 98, 100. Interestingly, several of the particular topics that Cicero recommends to
achieve this effect are evident in this section of James, including an appeal to the authority
and interests of ‘the immortal gods’ (102; cf. Jas 4.15; 5.4), and most especially indignation
regarding a deed done ‘by force and violence or by the inﬂuence of riches’ that is ‘at variance
with law and equity’ (102; cf. esp. Jas 5.4).
48. On patronage as an underlying concern of 2.1-13 and in the letter more generally, see
Kloppenborg 1999 and Batten 2010.
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remainder of the letter: the direct address to ‘the brothers’ occurs a remarkable 
ﬁve times over the course of 5.7-20. Indeed, the unusual repetition of this device 
over such a short span of text in this case actually provides a unifying element to 
the section as the letter’s conclusion.49
To be sure, 5.7-20 does seem to present a sequence of summary admonitions 
rather than to develop a tightly constructed argument. The text moves from an 
exhortation to endurance (5.7-11) to a prohibition of swearing (5.12) to a discus-
sion of the power of prayer (5.13-18) to the results of turning ‘sinners’ from 
‘deception’ to ‘the truth’ (5.19-20). Even here, however, the lack of coherence 
should not be overstated. The various concerns raised in this concluding section 
are in fact closely intertwined within the discourse of this text—a fact under-
scored not least by their similar juxtaposition in the letter’s introductory section 
in Jas 1.50
The section opens in 5.7-11 with a reprisal of the key introductory theme of 
endurance (9pmh/).51 As elsewhere in the concluding section (5.12, 19-20; 
perhaps also 5.15), the eschatological horizon comes front and center, with the 
issue now framed speciﬁcally as patient endurance in light of the rapidly 
approaching parousia (5.7, 8, 9) and its attendant slaughter of ‘the rich’ (cf. 
5.1-6 and 1.9-11).52 Much as in Jas 1.5-8, this encouragement to endure is fol-
lowed by a reminder that ‘faithful prayer’ (5.15, h9 )xh th= pi/st; cf. 1.6, 
i)ti/t d 0 pi/sti) is the proper response to trying circumstances, with 
emphasis once again on the deity’s providence for those who ask in this way. 
Both the point about endurance and that about prayer are further bolstered in 
the concluding section by heroic illustrations from Israel’s past (5.10, 11, 
17-18).
The intervening and particularly emphatic (pr p/t d/) exclusion of 
swearing in 5.12, while not reprising any speciﬁc theme of Jas 1, is scarcely 
unrelated either to the general instruction of James or to the themes of endur-
ance and prayer in particular. While obviously reminiscent of the saying found 
in Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount (Mt. 5.34-37), its more immediate reso-
nance within the text lies with the so-called conditio Jacobea (4.15) underlying 
the apostrophe against the arrogant in 4.13-17. As such, 5.12 underscores the 
letter’s more general insistence on a thoroughgoing humility that places the 
will of the deity always and emphatically before one’s own individual 
49. Elsewhere it is used no more than three times in a single section, and then only in the substan-
tially longer Jas 1 and Jas 2. It occurs twice in 3.1-12, and not at all in 3.13–4.10 or 4.13–5.6.
50. The relationship of Jas 5.7-20 to Jas 1 has been frequently noted; e.g., Fry 1978: 429-30; 
Wuellner 1978: 43-44; Baasland 1982: 122; Reese 1982: 84; Frankemölle 1990: 175-84; 
Crotty 1992: 51; Thurén 1995: 269, 274; Cheung 2003: 68-71.
51. Cf. the use of this term in 5.11 with 1.3-4, 12; and esp. 5.11, mkri/zm t 9pmi/t 
with 1.12, mk/ri 0hr 4 9pm/i pirsm/.
52. Note the repetition of nominal and verbal forms of mkrqmi/ in 5.7, 8, 10.
180
intentions and desires. It is precisely such faithful humility that turns to God in 
prayer—not to the pursuit of desire—in situations of need, that will thus endure 
when faced with various kinds of temptation, and that, regardless of present 
appearances to the contrary, will ultimately be rewarded with a divine exalta-
tion (cf. 1.9; 4.10).
James 5.19-20, ﬁnally, invokes the ‘two ways’ that lay before one: deception 
(plhqh= pl/h 9d=) as opposed to truth (5.19, 0lhqi/), and sin and 
death (5.20, 9mrtl/ 9mrti~; q/t) as opposed to having one’s 
soul saved (5.20, s&si yxh/). These are precisely the terms that had been cor-
related with desire and logos, respectively, in Jas 1: deception (1.16, 
mh pl=sq), sin (1.15, h9 9mrti/) and death (1.15, q/t) in the account 
of desire’s seductive power; and truth (1.18, l/g 0lhqi/) and an ability to 
‘save souls’ (t 1mft l/g t d/m s~si t yx 9m~) in 
relation to the divinely given logos (cf. Crotty 1992: 46-47). The letter thus 
comes to an end with a re-articulation of the core dichotomy around which its 
whole instruction has been built. Here, however, the ‘brothers’ (5.19) are enjoined 
not so much to guard their own salvation as to help ‘turn back’ others among 
them who might themselves be straying from the path. This, one imagines, is 
precisely what the letter as a whole was intended to do; and the author concludes 
by encouraging his ‘brothers’ to join him in the task.
Conclusion
The letter of James is not a compendium of earlier traditions. It is a uniﬁed com-
position whose theological and literary coherence centers on a dichotomy 
between human desire and a divinely given logos correlated with God’s law. The 
letter opens by identifying temptation—framed as a choice between pursuing 
one’s own desires and relying on a provident God who ‘bore us’ with logos—as 
a central human problem with profound ethical and soteriological consequences 
(1.2-18). Invoking a bit of proverbial wisdom about the importance of being 
‘quick to hear’, ‘slow to speak’ and ‘slow to anger’ as a framing device, it pro-
ceeds to introduce three practical implications of this problem (1.19-27) that will 
be addressed in the main body of the letter (2.1-4.12): doing law and erga (James 
2), control of speech (3.1-12) and having a gentle disposition (3.13–4.10). The 
letter’s exhortations are issued in light of a looming judgment according to divine 
law that promises an imminent and dramatic reversal in the fortunes of those 
‘rich’ who arrogantly pursue their own schemes and the elect ‘poor’ who rely 
faithfully and humbly on the will and providence of the deity. These themes are 
reinforced in concluding sections that vilify self-serving economic behaviors 
and ‘the rich’ in particular (4.13–5.6), while encouraging the ‘brothers’ to endure 
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